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​Chapter 1: Dawn of the Dragon
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The earliest annals of Chinese history, as we have come to understand, rested heavily upon the tapestries of written tradition cultivated by the Chinese themselves. The grand narrative that had been accepted posited the dawn of this civilization somewhere around 4000 B.C. or perhaps around 2700 B.C., marked by the reign of sage emperors. These paragons of virtue and wisdom were credited with the creation of the rudimentary constructs of civilized life—clothing, culinary practices, the institution of marriage, and the establishment of a coherent state system. They were seen as the benevolent educators of their people, elevating China to a cultural zenith as early as the third millennium B.C., a notion strikingly out of step with the evolutionary paths of other civilizations globally, which invariably suggest a more gradual ascent to such heights.

This traditional view was encapsulated and perpetuated by the great imperial histories compiled at the outset of the Manchu dynasty. It was these accounts, translated into French, that formed the bedrock of Western understandings of Chinese history until relatively recently. However, the reliability of these ancient narratives has been profoundly undermined by the rigor of modern research. It has been revealed that not only are these stories likely fabrications from much later periods, but also that there exists a clear rationale behind their creation. The earlier historical texts are devoid of references to rulers prior to 2200 B.C., and even these figures only begin to be named in documents dating from around 400 B.C. Furthermore, the feats and timelines ascribed to these rulers often appear even later in the historical record.

The work of contemporary historians and archaeologists has necessitated a drastic revision of this traditional chronology. The dates of ancient Chinese history, particularly before 900 B.C., have been recalibrated to reflect more accurately the archaeological findings, which show no evidence of a highly developed civilization in the third millennium B.C. It is not until around 1300 B.C. that we can refer to "Chinese civilization." This period marks the convergence of diverse groups within the region, undergoing a shared developmental trajectory that forged a new cultural and racial identity—a collective that from then on could rightly be termed "Chinese."

This revised understanding of Chinese historical development serves to address persistent questions about the autochthonous nature of the Chinese. In this regard, it is accurate to regard them as indigenous to the Far East, specifically the geographical confines of what is now known as China. They were not, as some theories have suggested, migrants from the Middle East but were rather a people unified by shared experiences and challenges in their homeland. 

In the expansive narrative of human history, the emergence of Homo erectus in the Far East presents a fascinating chapter, particularly illuminated by the discovery of the so-called "Peking Man." The bones of this early human ancestor were unearthed in the caves of Zhoukoudian, located just south of Beijing. This specimen represents a profound deviation from modern Homo sapiens, positioning itself as a distinct branch of the human lineage, closely related to the Java Man found in Indonesia.

Peking Man's anatomical structure and the tools and remnants associated with him suggest a form of early human life that was radically different from that of contemporary humans. The characteristics exhibited by these remains have led some anthropologists to postulate that Peking Man may have already displayed traits that would later be associated with the East Asian populations.

The cave dwellings of Peking Man, alongside evidence of basic stone tools and the mastery of fire, hint at a society that was beginning to engage with its environment in increasingly complex ways. This early human was undoubtedly a hunter, part of a community that depended heavily on their ability to manipulate their surroundings for survival. The archaeological findings suggest that Peking Man practiced a form of ritual burial, separating certain bones of the deceased from others—a behavior that points to the emergence of spiritual or religious practices among these early humans.

However, despite the rich trove of artifacts and skeletal remains, the complete picture of Peking Man's existence remains fragmented. The incomplete nature of the skeletons has led to significant gaps in our understanding of their culture and longevity as a species. The timeline of Peking Man's presence in the Far East stretches back to a staggering one million years ago, with a potential flourish around 500,000 B.C., embedding him deeply in the prehistoric narrative of human evolution.

Following the era dominated by Peking Man, a profound obscurity blankets our comprehension of subsequent periods—a stark void in the historical continuum that challenges researchers. Notwithstanding this gap, environmental evidence from North China and Inner Mongolia suggests a significantly warmer and more humid climate during Peking Man’s era compared to today. The landscapes of the Ordos region, now arid and steppe-like, were once marked by a network of rivers and lakes that fostered a rich biodiversity, including elephants, rhinoceroses, and various now-extinct species, creating a viable habitat for human and animal life alike.

By approximately 50,000 B.C., this lush environment supported a community of hunters, evidenced by the discovery of stone tools (and fewer bone tools) across various sites. These implements, while bearing similarities to the Paleolithic tools of Europe—namely of the Mousterian, and less frequently, the Aurignacian or Magdalenian types—exhibit distinct characteristics unique to this region. The exact appearance and physical attributes of these communities remain enigmatic due to the absence of indisputable human remains, with the stone tools typically unearthed on the surface, revealed by winds eroding the loess in which they were once buried.

This Stone Age era endured for millennia, extending its footprint across North China, Mongolia, and Manchuria. Importantly, the end of the Stone Age did not occur simultaneously across these regions. Historical records suggest that while stone tools remained in use in eastern Mongolia and Manchuria, metal tools were already being utilized in western Mongolia and northern China, indicating a staggered progression in technological development.

Our knowledge of the Paleolithic period in Central and South China remains rudimentary at best, pending further archaeological investigation. In these southern areas, many tools were likely fashioned from perishable materials like wood or bamboo, similar to those found among contemporary non-Chinese tribes in the southwest and Southeast Asia, which have not survived into the modern era.

Around 25,000 B.C., a significant shift occurs with the emergence of a new human type in North China, discerned in the upper stratifications of the caves that once housed Peking Man. This new group, distinctively non-Mongoloid and possibly related to the Ainu of northern Japan, represents an evolutionary stride in Paleolithic tool-making. Despite their technological advances, this group eventually vanished, likely assimilated into the broader populations of central and northern Asia. Traces of their existence have been sporadically detected in the underexplored burial sites of northern Korea.

As the Neolithic period dawned around 4000 B.C., northern China witnessed a significant environmental shift, gradually becoming more arid as the formation of loess soils progressed. This marked a pivotal transition from the previous epoch, leading to a substantial lacuna in our historical understanding until we encounter a distinctly Mongoloid population in North China, characterized by a Neolithic culture. This was a transformative era; instead of mere hunters, the landscape was now populated by cattle breeders and nascent agriculturists—an intriguing development for such an ancient time. Indeed, while pure pastoral nomadism is rare, it is historically common for pastoral communities to engage in some form of agriculture to supplement their food supply and provide fodder for livestock during winter months.

Around this time, other regions of China began to surface in the archaeological record, each exhibiting unique Neolithic toolkits and cultural traits. In the northwest of China, a culture emerged that combined cattle breeding with agriculture, notable for its finely polished, rectangular-section axes. Meanwhile, to the east and stretching south, another group utilized axes of round or oval section. Farther south, along the coastal stretches from Nanking to Tonking and from Yunnan to Fujian, extending to the coasts of Korea and Japan, a distinct culture with shoulder-axes was identified. Separate yet again were the cultures found in Sichuan and Yunnan.

Initially, these cultures developed independently, but over time, interactions intensified. The shoulder-axe culture notably extended its influence to eastern India, where its people, known through philological studies as Austroasiatics, are considered the progenitors of the Australian Aborigines. They persisted in India as the Munda tribes, in Indo-China as the Mon-Khmer, and maintained a presence in Indonesia and notably in Melanesia. Migration from southern China is a key theme in the dispersal of these peoples. Similarly, those associated with the oval-axe culture, identified with the Papuan peoples of Melanesia, also originated from southern China, likely migrating earlier than their counterparts. These groups significantly impacted the ancient Japanese culture.

The culture associated with the rectangular axes found in northwest China expanded considerably, pushing southward and influencing the Austronesian peoples, including the ancestors of the Malays, who then propagated this culture further, even reaching Japan.

Around 2500 B.C., as the veils of prehistory began to lift slightly, the historical landscape of ancient China became discernible, though not yet unified under a single realm. Instead, the territory was a patchwork of numerous distinct local cultures, each forging its unique developmental path. This clearer view arises from the melding of ethnological sources from later periods with archaeological findings, enriching our understanding of the foundational cultures that prefigured the Far East's historical trajectory.

In the northeast, centered around the present provinces of Hebei, Shandong, and southern Manchuria, the culture there was ancestral to the Tunguses, likely mixed with elements found in today's Paleo-Siberian tribes. Originally hunters, these people gradually adopted primitive agriculture and began crafting coarse, thick pottery that influenced subsequent Chinese ceramics, including the development of tripods. Pig breeding later became a characteristic of this culture.

To the west, in what are now Shanxi and the Inner Mongolian province of Jehol, another group emerged. Transitioning from hunting, they became pastoral nomads who primarily raised cattle. These people, anthropologically akin to the Tunguses, are considered the forebears of what would later be known as the Mongols or proto-Mongols.

Further west, a distinctly non-Mongol culture developed. Initially hunters, these people evolved into pastoralists with a significant agricultural component, focusing on wheat and millet cultivation. Horses became their emblematic animals, symbolizing prestige and requiring special care. This culture, predominantly centered in the plains of present-day Shaanxi and Gansu, is likely the ancestor of the Turkish peoples, suggesting that while these regions were not the original heartlands, they were critical to the broader Turkish expansion.

In the western mountain regions of Sichuan, Gansu, and Shaanxi, the ancestors of the Tibetan peoples led a pastoral life, shepherding their flocks across the highlands and contributing to another distinct cultural tapestry.

The southern part of China was a diverse mosaic of cultures. The Liao culture, consisting of Austroasiatic peoples, remained rudimentary hunters, some even unfamiliar with the bow and arrow. Nearby, the Yao culture, an early Austronesian group, resided in the mountains; some of its people transitioned to a simple form of agriculture. The most agriculturally advanced, the Tai culture, primarily cultivated rice in the valleys of what are now Guangdong and Guangxi. This culture significantly influenced the demographic landscape of modern Southeast Asia, with its descendants forming the majority of populations in Thailand, Myanmar's Shan states, and Laos. The mix of Yao and Tai cultures eventually gave rise to the Yüeh culture, which spread across vast areas of Indonesia, characterized by their distinctive axes.

By the mid-third millennium B.C., China's north and west were predominantly pastoral, while the south displayed a variety of agrarian cultures, with the Tai emerging as the most dominant. At this stage, these cultures exhibited beginnings of class formation, particularly among the nomadic herdsmen.

As we trace the complex web of cultural development in ancient China, the process of cultural interaction emerges as multifaceted and dynamic, transcending simple conquests or clashes. By around 2000 B.C., amid evolving and intertwining local cultures, new societal structures began to crystallize, notably in regions where disparate groups mingled and merged. This mingling was not necessarily conflict-driven but often occurred through peaceful exchanges and adaptation between communities occupying different ecological niches—highland hunters and valley agriculturists, for example. Such interactions frequently led to a division of labor that created more stratified, unified societies. This phenomenon, reminiscent of similar developments in contemporary Southeast Asia, underscores the role of population increase and economic diversification in driving social evolution.

Emerging from this milieu were significant cultural formations like the Yangshao culture in the west and the Longshan culture in the east, both recognized primarily through archaeological endeavors that have unearthed more questions than answers. The Yangshao culture, identified from findings at a prehistoric site in what is now Henan province, is particularly noted for its exquisite tri-colored pottery—red, white, and black—used ostensibly as funerary offerings. This style of pottery, which can be categorized into several distinct sub-types, thrived from around 2200 B.C. but began to wane with the advent of urban civilization and the introduction of writing, around 1600 to 1500 B.C., although it persisted in remote areas like Gansu possibly until 700 B.C.

The geographic spread of the Yangshao painted pottery, from southern Manchuria through the provinces of Hebei, Shanxi, Henan, Shaanxi, to Gansu, and even as far as Xinjiang, suggests its prevalence in the mountainous regions of North and Northwest China. The people of this culture settled in villages close to water sources, built various forms of housing including underground dwellings, and engaged in early agricultural practices. There is speculation that they might have been acquainted with rice cultivation and had domesticated several animals. Their toolset primarily included stone implements, with occasional bone tools, and rectangular axes. The introduction of metal towards the latter part of their cultural period marks a significant technological advancement. Burials typically occurred on elevated ground where much of the iconic painted pottery has been discovered.

Comparisons of Yangshao pottery with similar artifacts from the West, such as those found in the Lower Danube basin and Anau in Turkestan, have sparked debates over the origins and influences of these ceramic styles. Some scholars suggest these similarities are coincidental and propose that the earlier manifestations of this culture are likely found in its eastern range, with western resemblances appearing in later stages. Others speculate a Western origin, positing that the spread of painted pottery may be linked to movements of Indo-European-speaking groups, a theory supported by the later presence of such language groups in the Far East.

Around 2000 B.C., as the Yangshao culture was making its mark in the mountainous regions of northern and western China with its distinctive painted pottery, a contrasting cultural expression was taking shape in the plains of eastern China. This new cultural phenomenon, identified as the Longshan culture and centered around Longshan in Shantung province near Jinan, emerged distinctively with its black pottery of exceptionally fine quality. Discovered relatively recently, about twenty-five years ago, this culture’s pottery, notable for its polished, often unadorned surfaces, sometimes featured incised geometric patterns but remained predominantly plain, reflecting forms that would come to typify Chinese and Far Eastern pottery in general.

This Longshan pottery, while devoid of the colorful ornamentation of its Yangshao counterparts, links it directly to the antecedents of later Chinese civilization. In addition to its distinctive black pottery, the Longshan people produced much grey pottery for everyday use, which suggests cultural connections with the Tunguse people of northeastern China. The inhabitants of Longshan built their lives on mounds, an ancient practice of constructing new buildings atop the ruins of older ones, reminiscent of the "Tells" in the Near East. This indicates that they were a settled agricultural community, with societal structures likely marked by stratification.

The extent of the Longshan culture was quite broad, with archaeological evidence placing its influence across the provinces of Shandong, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Anhui, and traces of its pottery reaching as far as Henan and Shanxi. This culture persisted in the east until about 1600 B.C., though some evidence suggests it may have lasted longer in the southern regions.

The similarity of the Longshan black pottery to black pottery found in the Near East has sparked theories of its introduction to the Far East through another wave of migration, possibly the same that brought painted pottery. However, this idea remains contested, primarily because such black pottery is largely confined to East China. If it were introduced from the West, one would expect to find significant quantities in West China as well. The distinctiveness of Longshan’s thin, fine black pottery seems rather to signify a regional innovation, unique to the East, with little impact from or on the regions occupied by the painted pottery cultures.

During the epoch when painted pottery was flourishing in western China, according to archaeological evidence, Chinese historical tradition recounts the reigns of the semi-historical rulers Yao and Shun, and the establishment of the first official dynasty, the Xia, centered in southern Shanxi. While contemporary scholarship tends to view the Confucian portrayals of Yao and Shun as paragons of virtue with skepticism, dismissing them as political myth, it is plausible that in southwest Shanxi there existed a small state under a chieftain named Yao, and another under a chieftain named Shun to the east. These states, which likely emerged around 2000 B.C., may have engaged in conflict until the state under Yao was vanquished.

In terms of cultural advancements, a significant progression was marked by the introduction of bronze, first detected in the Yangshao culture around 1800 B.C., and becoming prevalent by 1400 B.C. The earliest forms of weapons and their decorative motifs bear resemblances to Siberian artifacts, supporting the notion that bronze was not indigenous to China proper but introduced from the north, possibly by Turkic tribes known historically as northern neighbors of China, or even by specific familial or clan groups skilled in metallurgy, referred to in later Turkish traditions.

Initially, the design of these bronze weapons remained unchanged. However, by around 1450 B.C., the advent of bronze vessels showcased a distinct departure from any Asian precedents. Their decoration included elements of the "animal style" typical of the steppe cultures of the Ordos region and Central Asia, yet the filler motifs between the stylized designs were unmistakably southern, likely deriving from the Tai culture. This suggests an early adaptation of motifs from wooden and gourd vessels to bronze, indicating a rapid spread of bronze casting techniques from North China to the broader regions of the east and south, which swiftly developed their own bronze industries.

This technological transfer was facilitated by the geographic distribution of resources; North China has scant deposits of copper and tin, whereas these metals are abundant and more accessible in the South, prompting a south-to-north bronze trade.

The emergence of the Xia dynasty, traditionally cited yet scarcely detailed in historical records, may have been closely linked to these technological advancements. Although precise details about the Xia remain elusive, with archaeological findings offering no definitive insights, it is generally positioned between 2000 and 1600 B.C., characterized as an agrarian society equipped with bronze weaponry and ceramic vessels, yet lacking in written records.
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​Chapter 2: Rise of the Shang
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By 1600 B.C., we transition into the documented epoch of history with the ascendance of the Shang dynasty, a sophisticated civilization which seems to be a direct descendant of the Longshan culture—integrating elements from Tai, Yao, and Tunguses, and also incorporating aspects of the earlier Hsia culture, with its Tibetan, Mongol, and/or Turkish influences. However, the precise details of how the Shang state originated from the Hsia culture remain obscured by the annals of time.

The heartland of the Shang dynasty was situated in northwestern Henan, stretching from the mountains of Shanxi into the plains, embodying a predominantly agrarian society with burgeoning urban centers. One of these urban settlements, located at the site of present-day Anyang in Henan, has been thoroughly excavated. Functioning as the capital from about 1300 to 1028 B.C., this city, like its Longshan predecessors, was fortified with a mud wall. At its core stood the royal palace, surrounded by dwellings likely occupied by artisans who formed a dependent middle class within the Shang social hierarchy.

The Shang civilization was marked by several urban centers beyond their capital, encompassing a network of smaller towns and villages. Their architectural style persisted in later Chinese constructions, though unlike the modern norm, not all buildings faced south. The Shang elite practiced elaborate burial rituals, interring their monarchs in vast, cross-shaped underground tombs on the city’s outskirts, accompanied by a plethora of artifacts, animals, and human sacrifices—a practice predating the large burial mounds typical of the subsequent Zhou dynasty.

Artistically, the Shang dynasty is noted for its stone sculptures—a medium that later vanished, only to be revived centuries later with the advent of Indian-influenced Buddhism. Despite its sophistication, Shang culture was not characterized by megalithic constructions. Instead, it excelled in metallurgy, particularly in the casting of bronze weapons and ritually significant vessels. These bronzes, which display the Siberian-influenced "animal style" of ornamentation, were not utilized for daily activities but were reserved for religious ceremonies.

Despite the advanced state of Shang metallurgy, bronze remained a precious commodity, reflecting China’s chronic scarcity of metals which significantly influenced economic patterns throughout Chinese history. This scarcity prompted cycles of inflation and deflation in metal values, impacting the broader economy, especially once metal coinage was introduced. Consequently, everyday items like vessels remained predominantly ceramic, accelerating the development and innovation of porcelain, which combined the durability of metal with cost-effectiveness.

The Shang people also made significant advancements in ceramics, creating near-porcelain wares that were reserved for formal occasions, while everyday use was served by simpler grey pottery. Additionally, the era saw the utilization of silk, pointing to an ancient origin of sericulture in southern China, and the use of other plant fibers like hemp, though wool was not yet in use.

Agriculturally, the Shang were primarily millet and wheat cultivators, using basic wooden and stone tools, as bronze implements were beyond the means of the average farmer. The discovery of numerous wine vessels suggests that millet wine was a common beverage.

The Shang state, with its shifting capitals—the last and most significant being Yin, the only one extensively excavated—controlled a region that included today's provinces of Henan, western Shandong, southern Hebei, central and southern Shanxi, eastern Shaanxi, and parts of Jiangsu and Anhui. Inscriptions from the era, detailing conflicts with various neighbors, reflect a dynamic and often hostile relationship with surrounding tribes and cultures, which included groups from the earlier Hsia state and representatives of the Tai and Yao cultures.

During the Shang period both the material and intellectual achievements were remarkably advanced, signaling a high point in early Chinese civilization. This era marked the first known use of writing in China, a significant development although it appeared later than similar advancements in the Middle East and India. Chinese scholars have successfully deciphered many of the ancient scripts, which are rudimentary forms of modern Chinese characters. Comprising over 3,000 characters, with about a third currently readable, these scripts allowed the Shang people to articulate complex expressions and conduct administrative tasks effectively.

The majority of these writings have been discovered on oracle bones—tortoiseshells and other bone surfaces used for divination practices. This method involved inscribing questions onto the bones, then applying heat to create cracks, which were interpreted to predict the future. Found in vast quantities in Anyang, these inscriptions provide a window into the religious and daily lives of the Shang people, indicating that the practice of oracle bone divination extended beyond the borders of the Shang state and persisted even after the dynasty's decline.

Bronze vessels from this period, while typically bearing only succinct inscriptions, were often elaborately adorned with images of a multitude of deities, predominantly depicted as animals or birds. These images, particularly the recurring motif of the T'ao-t'ieh—a mythological hybrid with a water-buffalo's head and tiger's teeth—illustrate the Shang's complex spiritual life which was centered around a multitude of nature deities, especially those associated with fertility. 

Each locality within the Shang domain revered different deities, often under varied names. Over time, these deities were sometimes amalgamated into single figures by the priesthood, a process that reflected the centralization of religious practices. Despite these official amalgamations, many of the original deities persisted in local folklore and were celebrated in communal festivals that ensured their survival well beyond the lifespan of the Shang dynasty. The chief deity was Shang Ti, a god of vegetation and growth, later regarded as a progenitor of humanity.

The Shang also placed great importance on sacrifices, including human offerings, often prisoners of war, to ensure the fertility of the earth and appease the deities. These practices reflect a belief system deeply intertwined with agricultural cycles and the natural environment, underpinning the necessity of sacrifices for the continuation of prosperity and stability. Over time, as the Shang expanded their territory, the scope and nature of these sacrifices, as well as the festivals accompanying them, evolved, though some practices clandestinely persisted into much later periods.

Moreover, the Shang dynasty's reverence for their ancestors laid the foundations for the ancestral worship that became emblematic of later Chinese spiritual life, viewing past rulers and revered officials as mediators between the living and the divine. This early form of ancestor veneration underscores the continuity between the living and the spiritual world, a theme that would profoundly shape the religious and cultural contours of later Chinese history.

At the pinnacle of the Shang state stood a king, who was posthumously revered as a "Ti," a term also used to denote the supreme deity in Shang culture. The discovery of oracle bones has provided not only the names of these rulers but also some of their pre-dynastic ancestors, aligning with ancient literary accounts of the dynasty's lineage. The king not only governed but also served as a high priest, surrounded by a cohort of other priests whose lives are now partially reconstructible through the detailed inscriptions that have survived.

This early Shang society was characterized by a nascent bureaucratic structure, including personal aides to the ruler, known as "ch'en," alongside scribes and military officials. The military itself was organized into units of one hundred men, grouped into 'right', 'left', and 'central' contingents, forming an army core of 300 soldiers. However, the reach of central authority was limited; beyond the immediate royal domain, the Shang state was a tapestry of semi-autonomous lordships. These local lords recognized the king’s supremacy in matters of governance and religious observance, sending tributes of grain, participating in military campaigns, and contributing to the state's religious life by supplying oracle bones and livestock.

This structure suggests an early, albeit loose, form of feudalism, although lacking the full-fledged feudal obligations that would later define this system. The lords were bound by duties rather than by the granting of land in return for service, which is a hallmark of true feudalism. Within this hierarchy, the succession was patrilinear, with the throne passing first among brothers before transitioning to the next generation, without preference for primogeniture or distinction between the sons of primary or secondary wives—a system that was less rigid than later Chinese dynastic practices.

The religious life of the Shang was rich and varied, with local deities worshiped under diverse names across the realm, and a pantheon that was only loosely structured. Many of these deities were associated with natural phenomena and fertility, reflecting the agrarian focus of the society. Human sacrifice was practiced, particularly using prisoners of war, to appease these deities—a practice that suggests the Shang conducted wars not only for territorial expansion but also as religious endeavors.

The introduction of the chariot, likely influenced by interactions with nomadic tribes from the northwest or possibly through cultural diffusion from Western Asia, marked a significant military innovation during the Shang period. Chariots, drawn by horses—a rarity and luxury in China—became a status symbol for the Shang elite, and their use in hunting and warfare began to distinguish a new noble class, setting the stage for a more defined feudal structure. These chariots were not merely tools of war but symbols of social stratification, contributing to the rise of a privileged class that would dominate Shang society.

This period was also marked by a vibrant cultural exchange that saw the adoption of star worship, perhaps reflecting the celestial bureaucracy that Shang Ti, the supreme deity, was thought to preside over. As the Shang state expanded, it struggled to maintain control over its far-flung territories, leading to its eventual decline around 1028 B.C. This downfall was precipitated by a combination of military overreach and internal rebellion, illustrating the challenges of governance in an age of primitive communications and logistic capabilities. The end of the Shang dynasty set the stage for the rise of the Zhou, who would adopt and adapt many of the structures left by their predecessors, continuing the evolution of ancient Chinese civilization.
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​Chapter 3: Continuity and Change
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The Shang dynasty, though pivotal in laying the groundwork for Chinese civilization, had not yet fully developed certain features that would come to define the traditional Chinese societal structure. The family system was less patriarchal, and their religion was primarily centered on agrarian fertility, aspects that were to evolve significantly in later periods. Shang society was distinctly stratified, displaying early forms of a feudal system, albeit in a nascent stage. The Shang script, a precursor to later Chinese writing, contained many elements that would disappear over time, and it remains unclear whether the language spoken during the Shang era was the same as that of the subsequent Zhou period.

As the Shang dynasty waned, the Zhou people began to rise from a small realm in the west, initially centered in central Shaanxi, an area historically populated by various "non-Chinese" tribes. By the beginning of the 11th century B.C., due to pressure from neighboring tribes, possibly of Turkish descent, and perhaps influenced by movements of Indo-European groups, the Zhou migrated eastward into eastern Shaanxi. This migration brought them into closer contact with the faltering Shang culture, which they gradually assimilated, losing much of their original character in the process.

The Zhou's ruling house appeared to have Turkic links, with a population composed predominantly of Turks and Tibetans. They inherited the martial tradition of the Yang-shao culture, including the use of bronze weapons and the war-chariot, reflecting the incremental advancements over time. As the Zhou expanded eastward, they increasingly fell under the cultural and political influence of the Shang dynasty, leading to intermarriages between the ruling families and eventually positioning the Zhou as a nominally subordinate state with certain autonomous privileges.

However, the Zhou's power grew as the authority of the Shang diminished, weakened by the disloyalty of their feudal lords and continuous eastern conflicts. This culminated around 1028 B.C. when the Zhou ruler, Wu Wang, known as "the Martial King," launched a decisive campaign. Rallying an alliance of various tribes in a manner reminiscent of later steppe tactics, Wu Wang crossed the Yellow River, confronting and ultimately devastating the Shang forces. He pursued the remnants of the Shang army to their capital, capturing and executing the last Shang emperor, thus marking the violent yet transformative foundation of the Zhou dynasty.

The ascension of the Zhou introduced strong elements of Turkish and Tibetan culture into the central plains of China, infusing new dynamism into the region. This amalgamation of cultures and ideas provided the necessary impetus for the establishment of a new empire that would endure for millennia. 

The establishment of the Zhou dynasty heralded a transformative phase in ancient China, reshaping the region into a feudal state—a natural consequence of the conditions post-conquest. The Zhou, as a conquering minority, had to manage vast territories, a challenge compounded by rudimentary communication pathways typical of the era. Given the expansive and difficult terrain of northern China, marked by loess landscapes resistant to road-building, and the recent introduction of war-chariots necessitating better roads, the Zhou opted for a practical approach to administration.

To effectively govern the vast lands under their control, the Zhou distributed regions as fiefs to the tribal chieftains who had allied with them during their conquest. This method of administration was also a way to reward these allies. If a Shang subject surrendered early with the territory under his control or proved too formidable to conquer, he was recognized as a feudal lord by the Zhou.

The early Zhou period exhibited distinct markers of true feudalism: the allocation of fiefs during formal ceremonies where a piece of earth symbolically transferred ownership, and the rights and obligations of these new lords were detailed in written "charters." Most of these fiefholders were from the Zhou ruling family or their extended clan. Fiefs were also granted to leaders of allied tribes. These feudal lords viewed their lands as clan property, with parts given to their kin for use without transferring property rights, thus establishing layers of sub-fiefs and sub-lords.

Over time, the original clan structures dissolved, and by 500 B.C., the memory of clan affiliations had faded, paving the way for the emergence of independent noble families and the slow development of family names. This evolution continued until the Han Dynasty, when family names became standardized among all citizens, excluding slaves, leading to the formation of new clans.

This evolving social structure saw the central imperial power based near present-day Xi'an in Shaanxi, overseeing a sprawling network of over a thousand feudal states. These ranged from modest garrisons to more substantial settlements, each under the rule of a local chieftain turned feudal lord. Around these garrison towns—reminiscent of European towns that later emerged from Roman encampments with their planned layouts and central crossroads—the original populations persisted, with the Zhou garrisons acting like islands amid a sea of indigenous people.

The garrison towns, characterized by their distinct societal division between the nobility and the indigenous "black-haired people," whom the Zhou referred to as "the hundred families," became centers of cultural and economic activity. In these towns, urbanized populations, including noble Shang families along with their bondsmen and serfs, were resettled to provide skilled labor necessary for the development of urban life. The word "Shang" itself, intriguingly synonymous with "merchant," suggests the commercial prowess of these urbanites.

These resettlements became a recurring strategy in Chinese history, facilitating the growth of new urban centers by transplanting skilled and refined populations to foster economic and cultural vitality. Despite these efforts, there were attempts at rebellion, such as one notable uprising involving the Shang population in collaboration with some Zhou elements. This revolt was quashed by the Zhou rulers, who subsequently relocated a large portion of the Shang population to Loyang, setting them up in a distinct community that persisted into the fifth century A.D., albeit as impoverished potters still crafting in the traditional Shang style. 

The conquest and subsequent fusion of the Zhou with the Shang dynasty brought significant cultural shifts and the gradual development of a distinctly Chinese civilization. Initially, the Zhou introduced their rigid patriarchal family system and a sophisticated cosmology centered on the worship of Heaven (t'ien), which featured the sun and stars prominently, resonating with religious practices attributed to Turkish peoples from whom these elements may have been derived. Over time, some of the popular Shang deities were incorporated into this Heaven-worship framework, repositioned as feudal lords under the celestial hierarchy.

In this melding of traditions, Shang notions of the soul—envisioning dual components of personality and life within the body—were woven into the Zhou religious fabric. The Zhou refined these concepts into a systematic ancestor worship that has persisted through centuries. Significantly, they moved away from the Shang practice of human sacrifices, favoring the utilization of prisoners of war as domestic servants or farm laborers, which they deemed more productive.

Under Zhou rule, land was considered state property managed by the nobility, with farmers effectively serfs bound to the land rather than personal property. This early Zhou period saw the establishment of a feudal system characterized by ceremonial land grants confirmed by charters, where feudal lords, often Zhou kin or allied tribal leaders, ruled over given territories and could establish sub-fiefs.

The administrative heart of this burgeoning empire was the twin city of Sian, with the Zhou nobility and imperial court on one side and the subjugated populations on the other. Loyang, another significant urban center established by the Zhou, was conceived as a cosmological focal point for Heaven-worship and became a central hub in their administrative and religious life. This city, too, was structured as a twin city, housing both the administrative buildings and the relocated populations from the Shang capital, who were likely skilled artisans critical to the city’s economic and cultural vitality.
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